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Picturing	Employed	Women	in	Taiwan		The	rapid	and	‘successful’	transformation	of	the	Taiwanese	economy	and	the	distinct	gender	patterns	in	employment	have	brought	the	country	some	sociological	attention	in	the	global	knowledge	market.	The	former	has	drawn	researchers	to	investigate	women’s	roles	in	this	transformation and	how	their	social	status	has	been	influenced	by	the	economic	shifts.	The	latter	poses	puzzles	for	sociological	explanations	of	the	relationship	between	women’s	labour-market	participation	and	social	conditions	of	gender	inequality.		 					Like	other	East	Asian	countries,	such	as	Japan	and	South	Korea,	Taiwan	is	one	of	those	latecomers	to	industrialisation	that	have	presented	impressive	achievements.	During	the	1960s,	with	aid	from	the	United	States,	the	Kuomintang	(KMT)	regime	drove	Taiwan	onto	the	path	of	labour-intensive	and	export-led	economic	development.	While	male	officials	and	politicians	often	took	the	credit	and enjoyed	the	spotlight	for	the	‘economic	miracle’,	it	was	actually	a	fruitful	result	primarily	at	the	expense	of	women’s	sweat	and	even	blood,	such	as	the	case	of	RCA	(see	Arrigo,	1985;	Chen,	2011).		For	example,	the	primary	providers	of	the	labour	force	that	supported	production	in	the	Free	Trade	Zones	(FTZ)	were	women.	The	working	life	of	female	factory	workers	in	Taiwan	during	that	era	has	been	well	documented	in	previous	studies	(e.g.	Kung,	1978;	Diamond,	1979;	Hsiung,	1996).		This	research	has	shown	that	the	booming	economic	development	in	Taiwan	is	actually	an	accomplishment	that	relies	heavily	on	gendered	social	institutions	and	arrangements.							With	the	continuing	transformation	of	the	economy	within	the	context	of	international	markets,	new	social	changes	have	emerged	in	Taiwan	and,	
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of	deference	may	show	signs	of	different	kinds	of	regard’	(1967:	61).		Some	other	interview	data	suggests	that	this	honorific	gendered	appellation	could	also	come	with	sexual	implications.	On	the	topic	of	being	identified	as	a	married	and	senior	woman	colleague	at	work,	Hsi-Shu	mentioned	her	feeling	of	being perceived	as	‘desexualised’.		Hsi-Shu:	I	feel	that	we,	mature	and	married	women,	tend	to	be	desexualised.	That	is,	if	you	don’t	try	to	promote	your	own	femininity,	I	think	that	men	would	tend	to	treat	you	…	you’re	not	a	mei	[妹]46,	in	short.	You’re	a	jie,	you’re	a	da	jie	[大姊:	big	sister].47	According	to	Hsi-Shu’s	personal	experience,	‘mature	and	married’	woman	colleagues	are	regarded	as	less	feminine	and	less	sexually	attractive	by	male	colleagues	and	therefore	find	themselves	being	treated	in	a	certain	way.	In	Hsi-Shu’s	narratives,	jie	is	compared	to	another	gendered	appellation,	mei	[妹],	which	is	the	familial	appellation	for	younger	sister.	While	jie	is	generally	used	as	an	honorific	appellation	implying	a	woman’s	seniority	at	work,	the	social	and	cultural	meaning	of	mei	as	an	appellation	is	more	complicated	than	simply	indicating	female	juniority.	It	could	also	be	used	as	a	term	to	refer	to a	‘chick’,	particularly	when	the	term	is	marked	by	level	tone.							In	order	to	discuss	the	gendered	implications	of	mei,	an	introduction	to	the	popular	Mandarin	terms	which	are	commonly	adopted	to	refer	to	beautiful	young	women	would	be	helpful.	The	conventional,	and	rather	old-fashioned,	term	to	describe	a	beautiful	woman	is	mei	nyu	[美女].48 The	literal	translation	of	the	term	is	‘a	beautiful	woman’.	In	the	early	1990s,	a	new	term,	la	mei	[辣妹],	emerged	in	the	mass	media.49	It	originated	from	the	Mandarin	translation	of	‘Spice	Girls’,	a	British	pop	girl	group.	In	Taiwan,	the	official	translation	of	the	
																																																								46	Mei	[妹]	is	the	Mandarin	word	referring	to	a	younger	sister.		47	Da	[大]	literally	means	‘big’.	In	this	context,	it	is	added	in	front	the	appellation	to	emphasize	the	seniority	of	the	referred	individual.		48	The	first	character	of	this	term,	mei	[美],	means	‘beautiful’.	Nyu	[女]	means	‘a	woman’	or	‘women’. 49	La	[辣]	is	an	adjective	to	describe	hot	and	spicy	food	in	Mandarin.	It	can	also	be	used	to	describe	someone	who	is	sexually	attractive.		
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name	of	the	group	is la	mei [辣妹] he	chang	tuan [合唱團].50 This	could	be	back-translated	to	English	as	‘an	ensemble	of	hot	chicks’.	Since	then,	la	mei	has	become	a	popular	term	adopted	in	speech	by	the	general	public	to	refer	to	beautiful	young	women,	particularly	those	who	are	identified	as	attractive	in	a	sexy	way.	In	the	late	1990s,	another	term,	jheng	mei	[正妹],	was	coined	and	has	claimed	popularity	in	online	social	networking	platforms	and	the	mass	media.51	It	has	become	a	popular	term	used	to	refer	to	‘a	beautiful	chick’.	Jheng	mei	is	not	only	a	linguistic	creation	with	cultural	connotations	but	also	an	economic	phenomenon.	Commercialisation	of	jheng	mei	is	recognised	as	a	successful	marketing	strategy	(see	Wang,	2009;	Chen,	2012).52								Yu-Chen’s	account	of	attending	a	male-dominated	computing	conference	is	a	good	example	to	explain	the	gendered	connotations	of	mei.		Yu-Chen:	Once	I	attended	a	conference,	a	conference	of	computer	engineers.	Do	you	know	how	wu	liao	[無聊]	53	they	[male	computer	programmers]	were?	They	created	a	Google	file.	An	openly	shared	file	to	mark	the	location	of	every	jheng	mei	[正妹]	at	the	conference.	They	drew	a	picture,	one	little	square	mark	after	another.	If	they	thought	a	female	delegate	was	a	mei	[妹],	they	would	mark	it	in	red.	See	how	wu	liao	they	were?	Extremely	wu	liao.	The	gendered	connotations	that	can	be	implied	by	using	the	appellations	jie	and	
mei	in	general	therefore	are	more	than	female	seniority	or	juniority,	particularly	in	a	society	where	a	marriage	gradient	is	the	norm.	In	Taiwan,	hypergamy	and	homogamy	are	regarded	as	the	conventional	marriage	patterns	for	women	








































































































     From	the	episodes	she	told	me	about,	I	am	convinced	that	Yu-Nung	is	not	afraid	of	confrontation	in	the	workplace.	If	a	heated	debate	were	what	was	required	to	reach	an	agreement	on	any	business	matter,	she	would	be	ready	for	it.	She	would	express	her	opinion	and	hold	her	ground	as	long	as	it	is	a	reasonable	one.	An	essential	part	of	her	stories	about	speaking	up	in	a	conflict	situation	is	the	narrative	of	cherishing	herself	the	way	she	is.	Yu-Nung	values	being	who	she	is	over	maintaining	harmonious	relationships	with	colleagues	at	work.	Although	she	did	recognise	that	keeping	good	relationships	is	one	of	the	key	strategies	leading	to	a	successful	career	in	Taiwan,	she	confessed	that	it	was	only	recently	that	she	had	begun	to	be	aware	of	that.	She	attributes	this	late	awareness	to	her	personal	life	philosophy.	 Yu-Nung:	In	fact,	in	general,	I	feel	that	a	human	being	is	always	solitary.	This	has	been	my	life	philosophy.	Because	of	this	philosophy,	Yu-Nung	did	not	see	the	need	to	maintain	good	relationships	in	the	workplace.	She	even	borrowed	a	phrase	from	a	pop	song	and	described	herself	as	‘a	lone	wolf’.	Therefore,	Yu-Nung	left	me	with	the	strong	impression	that	she	holds	a	fairly	individualistic	interpretation	of	her	existence	as	a	social	being.	She	also	informed	me	that	she	is	a	person	who	cherishes	herself	a	lot.	When	I	asked	if	she	has	any	office	survival	strategies	to	share,	Yu-Nung	answered	my	question	with	the	following.	Yu-Nung:	My	own	observation	is	that	I	don’t	have	any	strategies.	If	an	individual	can	survive,	then	survive.	If	she	can’t	survive,	then	just	don’t.	Didn’t	I	tell	you?	Being	who	I	am	is	very	important.	I	am	bi jhou 



























































































Postgraduate Research Study 
Women’s experience of gender at work in Taiwan 
INFORMATION	SHEET	FOR	PARTICIPANTS67	
You are being invited to be involved in this research, which is being conducted as a 
requirement of my PhD programme at the University of York. My supervisor on this 
project is Professor Stevi Jackson. Before you decide whether you want to take part, 
it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what your 
participation will involve.  Please take time to read the following information 
carefully.  Please contact me or my supervisor if anything is unclear or if you would 
like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 
Thank you for reading this. 
What is the purpose of the study? 
This part of the research is intended to learn about women’s experiences of 
employment in Taiwan, especially experiences relating to gender inequality at work. 
I hope the research will contribute to understanding how to better promote gender 
equality in Taiwanese workplaces.   
What will participation involve? 
You will be invited to take part in an interview, which will be carried out at a public 
venue or any location convenient for you.  The interview will be conversational in 
style and will cover such issues as work history, troubles and disputes at work and 
observed gender inequality in the workplace.   It will take approximately 60 minutes. 
It is intended as an opportunity for you to express your views about gender inequality 
at work and share your experience.  The interview will be audio recorded, and later 
transcribed into text form.  If you are willing to engage more and provide further 
information, another interview session could be arranged.   
As part of the presentation of research results, your own words may be used in text 
form. This will be anonymised, so that you cannot be identified from what you said; 
your name will be changed and any other information that might identify you (e.g. 
your workplace or job title) will be excluded or disguised.   All of the research data 
will be saved as encrypted electronic files on secure, password protected devices.  
Data will be kept confidential and only the researcher and my supervisor will have 
access to it. 
Please note that: 
																																																								67	A	Chinese	version	of	this	information	sheet	is	also	provided.	
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• You can decide to stop the interview at any point 
• You need not answer questions that you do not wish to 
• Your name will be removed from the information and anonymised.  It 
should not be possible to identify anyone from any academic production 
on this study.  
 
It is up to you to decide whether to take part or not.  If you decide to take part you 
are still free to withdraw during the interview or any time up until 31st December 
2013 and without giving a reason.  If you withdraw from the study all your data will 
be destroyed. 
If you do decide to take part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be 
asked to sign a consent form. 
If you have any concerns about this study you can contact me or my supervisor at the 
University of York using the details below.  
Contact for further information 
 
Ting-Fang Chin 
Email: tc764@york.ac.uk   
Phone: +886 910712904  
 
Prof. Stevi Jackson 
Email: stevi.jackson@york.ac.uk 
 
Centre for Women’s Studies  
University of York  
Grimston House  
York 












• 這個研究計劃的目的是什麼呢？  
這個研究的目的之一，在於搜集台灣婦女的職場經驗，尤其是與性別不平等相
關的經驗。我希望能夠透過這個研究，對台灣職場性別平等有所貢獻。 




























• 相關聯絡資訊  
勤定芳（Ting-Fang Chin） 
Email: tc764@york.ac.uk   
行動電話：(+886) 0910712904 
 




Centre for Women’s Studies  
University of York  













• I	confirm	that	I	have	read	and	understand	the	information	sheet	for	the	above	study	and	have	had	the	opportunity	to	ask	questions.	 	 	
• I	understand	that	my	participation	is	voluntary	and	that	I	am	free	to	withdraw	at	any	time,	without	giving	reason.	  
• I	agree	to	take	part	in	the	above	study.	 	 	
• I	agree	to	the	interview	being	audio	recorded		
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